GOD  THE  COMFORTER  OF  HIS  PEOPLE. 


R  £enmm 

Delivered  on  Tuesday  Morning,  Mat  20,  1851, 

BY  THE  REV.  HENRY  MELVILL,  B.D., 

AT  ST.  MARGARET’S  CHURCH,  LOTHBUHY, 


“  Comfort  ye,  comfort  ye  my  people,  saith  your  God.  Speak  ye  comfortably  to  Jerusalem.” — 

Isaiah  si.  1,  2. 


The  skill  of  a  physician  is  shown,  in  the  first  place,  in  selecting  out  of  many 
diseases  that  under  which  his  patient  suffers  ;  and,  in  the  second  place,  in  choosing, 
out  of  many  remedies,  that  which. is  most  likely  to  effect  his  cure.  If  he  do  not 
thoroughly  know  the  precise  form  and  shades  of  the  disease,  he  may  readily  be  deceived 
by  the  symptoms,  and  thus  commit  a  fatal  mistake  in  the  course  that  he  goes  on  to 
prescribe.  On  the  other  hand,  if  he  be  not  most  accurately  acquainted  with  the  pro¬ 
perties  of  various  medicines,  so  as  to  know  precisely  what  substance  or  process  is  best 
adapted  to  a  particular  end,  it  is  evident  that  he  may  unerringly  detect  the  nature  of 
the  sickness,  and  yet  egregiously  fail  in  prescribing  for  its  removal.  There  is  a  thorough- 
analogy  herein  between  the  case  of  the  physician  and  that  of  the  spiritual  adviser  who  may 
be  called  in  to  administer  to  souls  ill  at  ease.  There  is  as  great  variety  in  the  diseases  of 
the  soul  as  in  those  of  the  body.  There  is  the  moral  palsy,  the  moral  fever,  the  moral 
consumption,  answering  most  nicely  in  their  symptoms  to  the  corporeal  maladies  which 
are  similarly  designated.  The  sick  soul,  like  the  sick  body,  is  in  danger  of  death  ;  but 
there  are  as  many  avenues  to  the  grave  in  which  immortal  spirits  entomb  themselves,  as 
to  that  through  which  flesh  returns  to  its  original  dust.  And  for  those  various  forms  and 
symptoms  of  sickness  there  are  various  remedies  provided  in  Scripture.  “  Our  Lord 
God  hath  given  me  the  tongue  of  the  learned,  that  I  should  know  how  to  speak  a  word 
in  season  to  him  that  is  weary.”  Such  is  one  of  the  prophetical  descriptions  of  himself 
given  by  the  Great  Physician  ;  and  we  may  explain  his  having  the  tongue  of  the  learned 
to  be  in  order  to  his  being  able  to  “  speak  a  word  in  season,”  on  the  principle  that  in 
dealing  with  men  there  are  required  so  great  a  variety  of  methods,  which  shall  each  be 
as  a  word  in  season,  that  the  lips  which  can  furnish  them  must  have  been  supplied 
with  the  most  perfect  endowment  of  wisdom  from  above.  And  if  there  be  this  variety 
in  spiritual  diseases,  and  this  variety  of  remedy,  then  evidently,  in  ministering  to  a 
mixed  people,  the  preacher  of  Christianity  will  have  to  decide  in  each  separate  case 
what  the  precise  form  of  sickness,  and  what  the  exact  medicine  best  adapted  to  its 
cure.  The  moral  palsy  must  be  differently  treated  from  the  moral  consumption  ;  and 
again,  the  moral  fever  differently  from  either  of  these.  Where  the  soul  is  utterly 
insensible  to  the  truths  of  religion,  there  must  not  be  the  same  process  as  where  the 
conscience  is  busy  in  remonstrance.  He  who  is  seduced  by  the  allurements  of  pleasure 
should  not  be  dealt  with  in  the  same  way  as  another  who  is  otherwise  engrossed.  Some 
souls  require  quite  a  different  regimen  from  all  others;  and  the  same  prescription  will 
not  suit  the  man  who  has  doubts  of  the  truth  of  Christianity,  as  is  required  by  another 
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wlio  is  suspicious  of  a  want  of  interest  in  its  promises.  There  are  spiritual  patients 
with  whom  we  must  try  argument,  who  are  to  be  reasoned  out  of  error,  or  into  truth  ; 
but  there  are  others  with  whom  argument  would  be  altogether  out  of  place,  whose 
harrassed  and  disquieted  minds  totally  incapacitate  them  for  any  process  of  reasoning; 
who  require,  so  to  speak,  the  cordials  of  the  Gospel,  that  they  may  be  strengthened  for 
the  trials  and  endurances  of  life.  There  is  the  lowering  medicine  for  the  over-sanguine 
and  presumptuous;  and  there  is  the  stimulating  for  the  timid  and  mistrustful;  and 
alas,  for  both  the  teacher  and  the  taught,  if  there  be  either  encouragement  given  on  in¬ 
sufficient  ground  of  comfort  withheld  from  the  contrite  in  heart !  It  is  equally  sad  if 
threatenings  be  applied  where  promises  would  be  in  place;  or,  if  consolation  be 
administered  where  warnings  are  required.  And  thou  alone,  O  Spirit  of  Turtb,  without 
whom  we  are  but  darkness,  though  having  the  light  of  the  Gospel ;  and  in  ignorance, 
though  holding  the  Bible  in  our  hand  ; — Thou  alone  canst  effectually  lead  the  ministers  of 
the  Church,  so  that  they  shall  give  to  every  case  its  fitting  portion  ;  neither  encouraging 
the  presumptuous,  nor  disheartening  the  timid ;  nor  confounding  the  scrupulous 
conscience  with  the  seared  ;  the  unbelieving  spirit  with  the  doubting;  but  giving, — and 
oh  !  that  the  Spirit  might  enable  us  to  do  this! — giving  always  to  the  saint  what  may 
make  him  fear  to  be  a  sinner,  and  to  the  sinner  what  may  make  him  long  to  be  a 
saint. 

Now  we  have  been  led  into  these  general  remarks  on  the  varieties  of  spiritual 
disease  and  their  appropriate  remedies,  by  observing  that,  in  our  text,  there  is  a  speci¬ 
fication  of  one  large  class  of  medicine  ;  and  therefore,  by  inference,  one  large  class  of 
sickness.  “  Comfort  ”  is  the  staple  of  the  prescription ;  the  medicine,  you  observe,  is 
spiritual — “  Comfort  ye,  comfort  ye,”  and  then  the  same  idea  is  carried  into  the  next 
verse — “  Speak  ye  comfortably  to  Jerusalem.”  We  shall  not  concern  ourselves  with 
the  original  drift  and  scope  of  the  passage.  It  commences  that  portion  of  the  writings 
of  Isaiah,  which  treats  almost  entirely,  and  most  clearly,  of  Christ,  and  evangelical  sub¬ 
jects.  It  is  enough  for  us  to  observe  that  God  is  evidently  speaking  by  the  prophet  to 
the  teachers  in  the  Church,  and  telling  his  ministers  to  administer  “  comfort  ”  to  their 
patients.  And  what  was  the  condition  of  these  patients  ?  for  we  must  learn  what  the 
sickness  is  for  which  comfort  is  the  appropriate  remedy  ;  and  we  may  ascertain  this  from 
the  subsequent  words,  “  Cry  unto  her,  that  her  warfare  is  accomplished,  that  her 
iniquity  is  pardoned  :  for  she  hath  received  of  the  Lord’s  hands  double  for  all  her  sins.” 
Here  evidently  the  condition  of  Jerusalem  is  one  of  distress,  and  anxiety,  and  distrac¬ 
tion  ;  and  this  accords  most  exactly  with  a  passage  in  the  Psalms,  and  with  which  we 
shall  connect  our  text — “  The  multitude  of  my  thoughts  within  me,  thy  comforts 
delight  my  soul.”  Here  there  is  the  same  medicine  as  in  our  text — “  comfort ;”  but  you 
have  the  disease  more  clearly  defined— a  “  multitude  of  thoughts.”  The  psalmist,  whe¬ 
ther  speaking  in  his  own  person  or  in  that  of  Messiah,  of  whom  he  was  so  illustrious  a 
type,  intimates  that  his  mind  is  disordered  by  a  multitude  of  thoughts — thought  upon 
thought  crowding  upon  him  so  that  he  was  filled  with  distracting  anxieties.  There  is 
no  doubt  that  the  thoughts  of  which  he  speaks  as  forming  a  perfect  multitude  within 
him  are  made  up  of  solicitous  thoughts.  Our  old  translation  has  it,  “  In  the  multitude 
ot  the  sorrows  that  I  had  in  my  heart  thy  comforts  have  refreshed  my  soul ;”  and 
Bishop  Austin’s  version  is,  “The  multitude  of  my  anxieties  within  me;”  whilst  the 
representation  in  the  original  Hebrew  would  seem  that  of  a  man  involved  in  a  labyrinth, 
from  whose  intricacies  there  was  no  way  of  escape.  All  this  agrees  precisely  with  the 
case  of  Jerusalem  in  the  text.  And  what  cause  of  distressing  anxiety  would  there  be 
whilst  there  was  warfare  unfinished,  and  sin  unforgiven  !  Therefore  we  conclude  that 
the  case^of  sickness  so  emphatically  prescribed  for  in  our  text  is  that  under  which  the 
righteous  may  be  labouring  from  the  difficulties  which  mav  encompass  him.  And  you 
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will  readily  see  that  there  maybe  a  great  variety  of  cases  in  which  a  multitude  of 
thoughts  require  treatment,  but  it  is  not  the  mere  fact  of  there  being  a  multitude  of 
thoughts,  which  will  determine  the  precise  treatment  which  ought  to  be  prescribed.  A 
multitude  of  thoughts  is  a  very  common  symptom  ;  but  in  different  patients  it  requires 
■very  different  medicines.  Who  labour  most  under  this  disease  ?  Who  exhibit  more 
of  its  symptoms  than  the  men  of  the  world,  whose  minds  are  a  perfect  chaos  of  tumul¬ 
tuous  emotions,  desires,  anxieties,  fears,  hopes, — all  battling  for  ascendancy, — so  that 
the  soul  is  driven  hither  and  thither,  n  every  direction  but  that  of  happiness  and  God  ? 
But  it  must  evidently  not  be  the  sameness  of  the  symptoms  which  should  lead  us  to 
identify  these  cases  with  that  of  Jerusalem  or  the  Psalmist,  and  decide  upon  the  suitable¬ 
ness  to  them  of  the  prescription  of  our  text;  for  where  there  is  apathy,  even  supposing 
men  susceptible  of  the  comforts  of  God,  those  comforts  would  only  be  as  opiates,  lulling 
them  into  deeper  torpor  rather  than  stimulants  arousing  them  into  energy.  We  should 
therefore  bear  carefully  in  mind  the  character  of  those  referred  to  in  the  text — “  my 
people,” — the  people  of  God,  when  we  consider  the  disease  under  which  they  labourr 
or  the  medicine  prescribed.  And  even  where  the  disease  is  the  same  the  physician 
will  not  always  venture  to  try  the  same  remedy.  He  is  obliged  to  take  into  account 
the  general  constitution  of  his  patient,  and  have  respect  to  this  in  the  particular  treat¬ 
ment  of  a  particular  sickness.  Hence  our  text  contains  a  prescription,  but  not  a 
prescription  which  will  serve  in  all  cases  wherever  there  is  a  throng  of  anxious  thoughts, 
but  only  in  cases  in  which  the  party  strives  to  walk  according  to  the  precepts  of  religion, 
and  may  therefore  be  classed  among  the  people  of  God.  This  will  sufficiently  show 
the  bearing  of  the  remainder  of  our  discourse.  We  may  only  deal  indirectly  and  by 
inference  with  the  worldly  man,  who  is  harassed  by  conflicting  thoughts,  but  confine 
ourselves  to  the  case  of  men,  who,  as  in  the  case  of  Jerusalem,  notwithstanding  the 
sincerity  of  their  hearts,  are  harassed  by  anxieties,  and  a  multitude  of  thoughts.  And 
we  have  nothing  to  do  but  to  inquire  into  the  sufficiency  of  the  prescription,  which  may 
be  said  to  be  written  for  such  a  man  in  our  text — “  Comfort  ye,  comfort  ye  my  people, 
saith  your  God.  Speak  ye  comfortably  to  Jerusalem.” 

Now,  what  we  have  hitherto  done  has  been  simply  to  illustrate  the  case  in  which 
we  may  try  the  prescription  of  our  text.  There  are  yet  two  or  three  preliminary 
truths  for  which  we  would  obtain  your  earnest  attention,  before  going  more  particularly 
into  an  analysis  of  the  medicine  which  God  himself  mentions.  We  entreat  you  to 
observe  that  the  disease  of  a  multitude  of  thoughts  we  have  asserted  to  be  a  disease  for 
which  comfort  is  prescribed— a  disease  from  which  even  the  most  righteous  are  not 
exempt.  A  man  might  be  “a  man  after  God’s  own  heart,”  and  yet  subject  to  the  invasion 
of  a  crowd  of  anxieties.  It  is  not  uncommon  for  religious  persons  to  erect  standards  of 
excellence,  failing  to  reach  which  they  become  uneasy  and  doubtful  as  to  their  spiritual 
state.  Reading  the  promises  of  the  Bible,  which  speak  of  the  righteous  as  “  kept  in 
perfect  peace,”  which  breathe  calmness,  and  tranquillity,  and  abstraction  from  earthly 
cares  and  communications  and  foretastes  of  the  blessedness  of  heaven,  they  conclude 
that  what  they  ought  to  experience  is  perfect  serenity  of  mind;  and  when  they  often 
experience  distracting  anxieties  which  the  spirit  is  unable  to  throw  off  altogether, — and 
when  in  times  of  approaching  in  prayer  the  Lord  God  of  heaven  and  earth,  they  find 
their  attention  broken  and  themselves  unable  to  fix  steadfastly  the  soul  on  their  Maker — 
so  many  are  the  wanderings  and  the  thoughts  that  are  within  them ;  then  they  will 
add  to  every  other  grief  a  worse  grief  than  all, — they  will  suspect  their  own  sincerity  in 
religion,  and  say  that  they  have  been  deceived  hy  a  hope  of  belonging  to  the  invisible 
church.  And  never  can  it  be  a  part  of  our  business  to  lessen  the  extent  of  what  is 
blameworthy,  or  to  endeavour  to  persuade  the  righteous  that  freedom  from  anxiety  is 
not  a  privilege  to  be  sought  for,  or  that  the  concentration  of  the  whole  soul  is  not  to  be 
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attempted,  and  failure  therein  not  bitterly  lamented.  But  we  know  that  amid  the  tur¬ 
moil  of  this  busy  world  there  will  often  be  such  an  invasion  of  tlie  altar  of  the  Lord  as 
when  the  birds  came  down  on  Abraham’s  sacrifice.  There  are  infirmities  which  must 
not  be  hastily  confounded  with  sins.  Our  great  high  priest,  who  himself,  though  holy, 
harmless,  and  undefiled,  and  could  not  possibly  have  fellow-feeling  with  us  in  our  sins 
by  experience,  can  yet  be  “touched  with  the  feeling  of  our  infirmities.”  And  the 
third  person,  moreover,  of  the  ever-blessed  Trinity,  you  read  emphatically,  “  helpeth 
our  infirmities.”  And  if  it  were  not  just  to  draw  a  line  between  infirmities  and  sins,  our 
Redeemer  would  not  so  graciously  have  apologised  for  his  slumbering  disciples — slum¬ 
bering  while  he  himself  was  agonised  for  their  salvation — “  The  spirit  indeed  is  willing, 
but  the  flesh  is  weak.” 

And  whilst  we  could  not  wish  men  to  regard  their  infirmities  as  sufficient  excuses, 
seeing  that  it  is  dangerous  to  apply  at  all  this  principle,  or  to  be  content  with  imper¬ 
fection,  as  though  unavoidable  ;  still,  where  there  is  the  honest  endeavour  to  stay  the 
mind  on  God,  and  abstract  it  from  earth,  that  it  may  be  engaged  in  communion  with 
heaven,  we  may  tell  them  that  piety  may  consist  with  anxiety,  and  sincerity  of  prayer 
with  a  multitude  of  thoughts.  God  is  speaking  in  our  text  to  those  who  were  sorely 
distracted,  and  yet  he  still  calls  them  “  my  people.”  And  you  who  are  sorely  disquieted, 
who  experience  lament  and  perturbation  of  mind  from  sorrows  and  cares,  and  wanderings 
in  the  scenes  and  seasons  of  devotion,  we  exhort  you  to  the  endeavouring  more  and 
more,  by  the  exercise  of  faith,  by  diligence  and  watchfulness,  to  free  the  soul  from  earth, 
and  concentrate  it  on  the  blessed  work  of  calling  upon  God.  And  whilst  this  is  your 
earnest  endeavour,  it  is  not  every  failure  which  should  fill  you  with  apprehension,  as 
to  your  state  before  God.  So  wonderfully  are  we  made,  so  many  are  the  inlets  into  the 
mind,  so  great  are  the  facilities  with  which  evil  angels  can  ply  their  suggestions,  and  so 
rapid  and  almost  uncontrollable  is  the  flight  of  thought  to  the  very  ends  of  the  earth,  so 
difficult,  moreover,  it  is  to  keep  that  attention  to  worldly  business  which  is  required  from 
us  as  members  of  society,  from  being  deformed  by  that  carefulness  which  is  forbidden 
us  as  members  of  Christ’s  Church  ;  that,  indeed,  it  were  vain  to  hope,  however  it  be 
right  to  desire,  that  anxiety  shall  never  harrass  us  in  a  world  that  teems  with  trouble, 
and  prayers  not  always  interrupted,  though  from  harps  with  a  thousand  strings,  and 
those  strings  swept  by  a  thousand  winds.  So  far  from  being  necessarily  a  cause  of 
despair  or  despondency,  the  Christian  may  rise  superior  to  all  these  intruders,  and 
prove  that  they  do  but  heighten  the  blessedness  of  the  blessing,  though  invaded  by  the 
influence  of  earth.  There  is  nothing  contradictory  in  this.  I  may  believe,  and  I  may 
exult  in  the  belief,  that  “  God  will  bruise  Satan  under  my  feet,”  even  whilst  sin  is  most 
busy  in  assault.  I  may  believe,  and  may  exult  in  the  belief,  that  the  Lord  will  perfect 
that  which  concerneth  me  even  when  everything  within  me  tells  me  how  great  a  work 
is  yet  to  be  done.  Oh  !  you  who  are  disquieted  by  the  want  of  perfect  tranquillity,  and 
by  the  presence  and  the  power  of  distracting  cares — cares  which  you  know  you  ought  to 
cast  on  God,  but  which  seem,  as  it  were,  to  roll  back  on  yourselves; — you  who  find  your 
seasons  of  devotion  seasons  of  silent  accusation,  because  earth  has  broken  in  so  rudely 
on  your  intercourse  with  heaven,  bo  ye  encouraged  by  the  fact,  that  there  may  be  righte¬ 
ousness  of  soul  where  there  is  distraction  of  mind — ay,  that  the  consolations  of  religion 
may  be  realized  even  where  your  duties  are  but  feebly  discharged.  God  speaks  to  those 
as  still  “his  people,”  who  are  wearied  and  worn  down  with  warfare  and  with  toil; 
and  in  place  of  speaking  to  them  reproachfully,  he  has  only  soothing  things  to  utter — 
“Comfort  ye,  comfort  ye  my  people,  saith  your  God.  Speak  ye  comfortably  to  Jeru¬ 
salem.” 

Now,  let  us  attend  more  closely  to  the  truth  which  is  involved  in  our  text.  Our 
latter  observations  have  somewhat  trenched  on  the  character  of  the  medicine  which 
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should  be  tried  when  the  disease  is  a  multitude  of  thoughts  ;  but  we  must  now  examine 
with  attention,  and  endeavour  to  determine  its  faithfulness  and  its  efficiency.  The  case, 
you  perceive,  is  that  of  a  righteous  man  on  whom  cares  and  sorrows  press  with  great 
weight;  and  whose  mind  is  torn  with  anxieties  and  thronged  by  a  crowd  of  restless 
intruders  distracting  him  even  in  his  communings  with  God.  Now,  the  very  disease 
under  which  this  man  labours  incapacitates  him  in  a  great  measure  for  any  process 
of  argument.  His  distracted  mind  is  quite  unfitted,  for  example,  for  that  calm  and 
searching  inquiry  which  is  required  into  the  matter  of  the  evidences  of  Christianity  for 
strictly  convincing  him  of  the  inspiration  of  Scripture.  His  mind  is  evidently  unfitted 
for  duly  considering,  and  examining  with  that  singlenesss  of  purpose  which  is  demanded 
by  their  solemnity,  mysteriousness,  and  importance  such  truths  as  those  of  the  Trinity, 
the  Incarnation,  and  the  Atonement.  And  bear  with  us  if  we  throw  in  here  a  passing 
remark  on  the  unsuitableness  of  a  time  of  sickness  for  the  commencing  an  acquaintance 
with  the  mysteries  of  religion.  Such  a  time  is  unavoidably  one  when  the  mind  is 
troubled  with  a  multitude  of  thoughts,  so  that  it  would  almost  seem  a  hopeless 
undertaking  to  enter  on  a  consideration  of  that  which  is  required  by  religion.  This, 
however,  is  only  a  passing  remark,  though  it  may  help  the  illustration  of  the  case  under 
review.  We  may  justly  say  of  the  man  whose  mind  is  troubled  by  a  multitude  of 
thoughts,  that  he  is  by  that  very  circumstance  unfitted  for  the  process  of  argument  and 
debate,  so  that  it  were  of  little  use  to  prescribe,  when  the  mind  is  diseased,  dark  sayings, 
mysterious  dogmas,  as  though  in  dealing  with  his  people  most  distracted  and  tempest 
tossed,  God  did  but  prescribe  the  application  of  hard  things — things  hard  to  be  under¬ 
stood.  Just  as  with  David,  recourse  was  not  had  to  the  mysteries  of  God,  but  only  to 
his  comfort — and  with  these  the  Psalmist  found  that  he  could  delight  his  soul.  Oh  1 
David  was  not,  as  we  have  observed,  in  a  fit  state  for  investigating  mysteries,  for  dis¬ 
cussing  evidences,  and  examining  doctrines.  Well  was  it  for  him  that  he  bad  not 
deferred  to  a  time  when  thoughts  like  armed  men  came  crowding  through  the  mind, 
the  settling  his  belief  in  the  high  things  of  religion  !  He  had  done  this  in  a  better 
season,  when  the  chambers  of  the  spirit  could  yet  be  thoroughly  inyaded  ;  w’hen  the 
truth  could  claim  free  audience  ;  and  now,  therefore,  he  could  apprehend  the  comforts 
of  religion,  believing  in  its  doctrines  and  walking  in  its  precepts;  and  now  was  the  time 
for  him  to  make  trial  simply  of  its  promises — promises  which  needed  not  a  stretch 
and  concentration  of  the  mind  ;  but  they  had  only  to  be  glanced  at,  and  he  could  feel 
that  they  could  delight  him  in  the  midst — yea,  in  spite  of  a  multitude  of  thoughts.  And 
blessed  be  the  God  and  Father  of  our  Lord  Jesus  Christ,  who  has  provided  so  many 
comforts  for  men.  Ask  ye  what  these  comforts  are?  There  are  the  rich  assurances  of 
his  forgiving  and  accepting  love ;  there  are  the  gracious  declarations  of  his  ever¬ 
lasting  purpose  of  preserving  to  the  end  those  whom  he  has  chosen  in  Christ ;  there 
are  the  multiplied  promises  of  spiritual  guidance,  protection,  and  victory,  which  make 
to  the  eye  of  faith  the  page  of  Scripture  one  sheet  of  burning  brightness,  always  pre¬ 
senting  most  radiantly  what  is  most  suited  to  the  necessity.  There  are  the  foretastes 
of  immortality  ;  the  glimpses  of  things  “  within  the  veil,”  the  communications  of  the 
spirit ;  the  anticipations  of  glory,  which  if  the  cold  and  the  wordly  resolve  into  a  dream 
of  enthusiasm,  the  faithful  know  by  experience  belong  to  the  realities  of  their  portion. 
Here  there  are  comforts,  and  it  is  the  part  of  the  righteous  man  in  his  season  of  anxiety 
and  distraction  to  confine  himself  to  those  comforts,  regarding  them  as  a  sick  man, 
the  cordials  which  are  specially  adapted  to  his  state.  Would  that  we  could  prevail 
on  those  of  you  who  are  walking  humbly  with  God,  hut  who  nevertheless  suffer  from 
distractions  and  anxieties  of  mind,  to  make  trial  of  this  remedy  in  their  seasons  of 
agitation  and  perplexity  !  We  have  already  shown  you  that  you  may  without  sinfulness 
and  merely  through  infirmity  be  invaded  and  harrassed  by  a  multitude  of  thoughts 
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But  the  evil — (and  this  of  itself  is  both  a  consequence  and  symptom  of  disease) — 
the  evil  is  that  when  thus  invaded  and  harrassed  the  Christian  is  apt  to 
attempt  a  critical  examination,  so  to  speak,  of  his  spiritual  state,  to  encourage 
doubts  as  to  his  acceptance  with  God,  and  to  try  and  satisfy  himself  by  some  process 
of  reasoning  as  to  whether  he  have  indeed  believed  unto  the  saving  of  his  soul,  whereas 
his  very  state  is  one  which  unfits  him  for  reasoning,  for  sitting  in  judgment  on 
himself,  and  delivering  an  accurate  verdict.  He  is  sick,  and  he  requires  God’s  comfort, 
and  these  comforts  he  may  find  in  the  promises  of  Scripture ;  such  promises  as  these — 
“When  thou  passest  through  the  waters,  I  will  be  with  thee;  and  through  the  rivers 
they  shall  not  overflow  thee.”  Oh  !  we  do  not  say  that  anxieties  will  be  wholly'  dis¬ 
persed,  and  clouds  completely  swept  away  from  the  believer;  for  distracting  thoughts 
can  do  nothing  but  drive  him  to  the  comforts  of  God  ;  and  if  in  your  seasons  of  care  and 
perplexity — seasons  from  which  we  cannot  promise  you  exemption,  though  you  be 
“  growing  in  grace  ;” — if  you  do  but  act  on  the  principle  that  the  time  is  not  a  time  for 
discussion  and  investigation,  but  simply  one  for  taking  “honey  from  the  rock;” 
not  a  time  for  strong  drink,  but  one  of  faintness  in  which  cordials  should  be 
swallowed  ;  not  a  time  for  searching  out  and  reconciling  the  mysteries  of  God,  but  for 
tasting  and  seeing  that  the  “  Lord  is  good,”  oh  !  we  might  venture  to  predict  that 
you  would  find  balm  in  every  pain,  and  learn,  in  your  experience,  how  exactly  the 
prescription  is  suited  to  your  case — “Comfort  ye,  comfort  ye,  my  people;  speak  ye 
comfortably  to  Jerusalem.” 

Now,  as  a  final  illustration,  suppose  we  take  one  particular  case  of  a  multitude  of 
thoughts,  and  consider  the  power  of  the  remedy  prescribed  in  our  text.  You  will 
observe  that  the  comforting  message  is  to  be  delivered  to  Jerusalem,  and  annexed  is  a 
statement  of  her  warfare  being  accomplished  ;  and  if  you  connect  with  this  the  excla¬ 
mation  of  St.  Paul — “  I  have  fought  the  good  fight,  I  have  finished  my  course,”  you 
will  see  that  we  make  no  far-fetched  application  of  the  text,  if  we  affirm  it  as  specially 
appropriate  on  the  approach  of  the  last  enemy,  death.  We  have  already  hinted  at  the 
unsuitableness  of  a  time  of  sickness  for  attention  to  the  truths  of  the  Bible.  With 
every  admission  of  the  simplicity  of  the  gospel  of  Christ,  it  were  idle  to  deny  that  there 
is  needed  much  calmness  and  concentration  of  thought,  in  order  to  the  seeing  our 
moral  position  by  nature,  and  the  interference  made  by  Christ  on  our  behalf ;  and  the 
conditions  on  which  the  rebellious  against  God  may  recover  his  favour.  And  where 
there  is  all  that  stir  and  agitation  of  mind  which  we  may  pronounce  almost  unavoidable, 
as  there  goes  forward  the  “  taking  down  of  the  earthly  house  of  this  tabernacle,”  there 
can  scarcely  be  expected  such  a  power  of  considering',  weighing,  and  deciding,  ns  is 
requisite  for  applying  the  facts  and  statements  of  the  Christian  theology.  And  never  is 
it  likely  that  there  will  be  a  more  tumultuous  gathering  of  conflicting  emotions  than 
when  the  mind  fixes  itself  on  approaching  death.  It  is  here  that  the  power  of  all  mere 
human  resources  must  eventually  fail ;  for  when  a  man  thinks  on  what  it  is  to  die,  when 
he  reflects  that  die  he  must,  so  inevitable  is  the  doom  ;  and  yet,  that  die  he  cannot,  so 
certain  is  his  immortality  ;  in  vain  does  the  world  offer  its  richest  possessions  ;  they 
cannot  go  with  him  to  the  grave  ;  in  vain  does  philosophy  propound  its  conclusions  ; 
they  are  but  dark  guesses  and  dim  conjectures,  when  applied  to  another  state  of  being. 
And  though  you  may  have  often  been  told,  and  been  told  truly  (and  we  are  quite  ready 
to  confirm  such  a  statement) — though  you  may  have  often  been  told  that  as  unconverted 
men  approach  death,  they  commonly  fall  into  a  listlessness  or  apathy,  which  betokens 
rather  a  stagnation  than  a  tumult  of  mental  emotions;  it  may,  nevertheless,  be  true, 
that  it  is  the  very  multitude  of  thoughts  which  results  in  this  apparent  indifference. 
The  chambers  of  imagery  and  memory  are  being  emptied;  the  actions  of  a  lifetime, 
are  crowding  up  from  their  recesses,  and  anticipations  of  the  future  are  pressing  before 
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the  view ;  and,  oh  1  if  not  necessarily,  it  may  often  happen  that  the  very  throng  will 
deaden  the  sensibilities,  producing  nothing  but  utter  confusion,  precluding  the  mind 
from  the  free  use  of  its  powers.  I  do  not  conclude  from  the  moral  stupor  which  the 
dying  man  exhibits  that  he  must  be  without  thought ;  it  may  be  that  he  has  too  much 
thought,  the  crowd  may  be  too  great  for  conscience  to  move  in,  aud  too  stormy  to  allow 
its  voice  to  be  heard.  There  is  such  a  mysteriousness  about  death  ;  it  is  so  completely 
that  act  of  which  we  can  have  no  knowledge,  except  by  experience  ;  and  the  experience 
is  so  incapable  of  being  conveyed  to  survivors,  that  we  see  in  the  dark  when  we  witness 
its  occurrence,  and  we  launch  on  an  unknown  sea  w'hen  discoursing  of  that  which  we 
must  all  undergo.  But  whenever  it  may  take  place — when  the  silver  cord  is  being 
loosed,  or  the  golden  bowl  broken,  it  is  not  to  be  doubted  that  the  fear  of  death  is  of 
universal  empire;  that  the  mind  has  but  to  fasten  itself  on  the  fact  of  dissolution  to  be 
invaded  by  a  whole  troop  of  anxieties;  and  it  is  against  this  invasion,  as  we  have  said, 
that  the  world  would  set  in  opposition  its  philosophical  conclusions.  It  can  only  be 
what  emanates  from  another  world,  what  comes  with  authority  from  another  world, 
that  can  have  a  soothing  or  solacing  power  when  it  is  the  loosening  our  connexion 
with  this  which  causes  the  confused  gathering  of  tumult  and  insurrection  in  the  recesses 
of  the  soul.  And  Christianity  furnishes  an  abundance  of  what  is  needed  for  allaying  the 
fear  of  death,  and  soothing  man’s  passage  to  the  tomb.  It  opens  up  the  invisible  world, 
it  converts  the  grave  into  a  bed,  it  shows  death  despoiled  of  its  sting  through  the 
mediation  of  Christ,  no  longer  suffered  to  reign  as  a  tyrant,  but  forced  to  do  the  office 
of  a  friend  by  removing  from  a  scene  of  trial  and  care  to  one  of  rapture  and  holiness. 
And  what  has  the  believer  to  do  when  conscious  that  the  time  of  his  departure  is  at 
hand  but  to  seize  the  consolations  of  Christianity  and  to  give  himself  meekly  over  into 
the  Good  Shepherd’s  hands  ?  And  blessed — thrice  blessed  are  those  who  have  so  given 
the  day  of  health  to  the  doing  God’s  will  that  they  may  employ  the  day  of  sickness 
in  testing  his  goodness  !  It  is  only  too  melancholy  to  observe  how  those  who  have 
evidenced  through  a  long  life  their  Christian  sincerity,  will  often  try  themselves  by  their 
feelings,  in  a  season  of  sickness,  and  be  dispirited  because  their  evidence  seems  not  so  bright 
as  they  could  wish.  The  truth  is,  it  is  not  a  time  for  trying;  that  ought  to  have  been 
done  long  before ;  it  is  a  time  for  enjoying,  for  using,  not  acquiring  privileges.  “  I 

I  know  in  whom  I  have  believed,”  said  St.  Paul,  “  and  I  am  persuaded  that  he  is  able  to 
keep  unto  the  end  that  which  I  have  committed  unto  him.”  He  knew  that  what  had 
been  committed  was  in  the  hands  of  One  from  whom  neither  fraud  nor  might  could 
withdraw;  and  therefore  was  the  apostle  tranquil,  come  what  might  of  tumult  and  inva¬ 
sion.  It  is  even  so  with  the  believer  as  he  contemplates  death,  or  feels  its  approach.  Let 
him  not  argue  ;  let  him  not  debate;  let  him  not  sit  in  judgment ;  let  him  simply  have 
recourse  to  the  comforts  of  God.  When  the  minister  visits  him,  and  sees  how  near  his 
“  warfare  is  accomplished,”  let  him  then  remember  and  apply  the  prescription  of  our 
text — “  Comfort  ye,  comfort  ye  my  people.”  And  is  there  not  comfort  which  he 
may  administer  ?  Oh  !  the  comfort,  for  example,  which  there  is  in  that  one  saying 
cf  Christ  with  regard  to  his  sheep — “  None  can  pluck  them  out  of  my  hands.”  Christ, 
you  see,  holds  thejsheep ;  it  is  not  that  the  sheep  hold  Christ.  Christians  are  distracted 
with  apprehensions  of  letting  go  Christ,  as  though  it  were  their  grasp  of  him  which 
made  them  fear;  whereas  it  is  his  grasp  of  them  on  which  they  have  to  reckon.  And 
this  changes  not  from  day  to  day ;  it  is  always  alike — for  ever.  Come,  then,  that  con¬ 
fused  multitude  of  thoughts  which  can  hardly  fail  to  gather  in  the  soul,  as  the  sun  of 
life  declines  and  the  shadows  of  the  grave  fast  thicken  around,  come  those  solemn  proces¬ 
sions,  half  mantled  in  the  raiment  of  the  invisible  world,  for  time  and  eternity  so  blend 
themselves  on  the  broad  line  of  life,  forms,  it  may  be,  not  wholly  of  this  earth  thronging 
on  the  soul  as  she  loosens  herself  from  the  body  ; — come  those  dark  trains  which  con- 
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science  conjures  up — the  transactions  of  a  lifetime,  which  would  indeed  be  confounding, 
were  it  not  that  he  has  laid  them  on  the  Mediator’s  head  ;  and  amid  all  this  stir,  and 
agitation,  and  distraction,  which  must  attend  the  rushing  through  the  mind  of  these 
various  throngs,  the  believer  may  preserve  a  beautiful  tranquillity,  if  he  simply  re¬ 
member  that  whether  he  can  feel  him  or  not,  there  is  one  who  is  holding  him  by  the 
right  hand,  and  guiding  and  guarding  him  “through  the  valley  of  the  shadow  of  death.” 
Oh  !  he  may  die,  gently,  peacefully,  happily,  as  though  it  were  to  bright  ministering 
angels  God  had  said — “  Comfort  ye,  comfort  ye  my  servant,  and  tell  him  that  his 
warfare  is  accomplished.” 


Note. — The  Publisher  regrets  that  unavoidable  circumstances  have  caused  this  report  to  be  less 
accurate  than  usual. 
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